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TO EVERY GUEST WHO FILLED DUSTIN’S SEAT 
AT THE DINNER TABLE.


AND TO MY BOYS. ALL OF THEM.















Preface



September 2014


When the boys and I started inviting guests to dinner after Dustin left for deployment, we had a simple reason: We didn’t want to be alone. Especially not at dinner. What began with selfish motivations, however, quickly evolved to become something else entirely.


As early as our seventeenth dinner, with Frank and Anita at the assisted living facility, we knew that our endeavor had become less about us—even less about military families in general—and more about all the people in our community who eat alone at dinner. They are alone because they are widows and widowers, empty nesters, divorcees, single, or living away from home for the first time. They might even be alone with other people in the house. They are eating in the kitchen while their spouses eat in front of the television in the living room. They are eating with strangers at a nursing home. They are alone and ordering pizza in their apartments.


Indeed, there are many different ways to be “lonely.”


And so, toward the end of the year, Dinner with the Smileys became more about building a community that could help everyone be less alone at the dinner table. We realized our invitations didn’t hold benefits solely for us; they offered something for our guests as well. As blessed as we were by people filling Dustin’s empty seat, it turned out, our guests felt just as blessed for having been invited.


These connections often extended beyond the dinner. A year later, many of our dinner guests were still very much a part of our lives. They had become like family, and it is difficult for us to remember a time when we didn’t know them.


Ben Sprague and Malorie, who went to Boston with us to meet the Red Sox, are a great example. They got married a month later, and the boys and I were at the wedding. After the vows, as Ben and Malorie walked by us in the pews to exit the church, Ben reached out a hand to pat Ford’s shoulder. Ford beamed.


Ben continued to take Ford to Middle School Youth Group at church, and any time he saw the boys playing basketball at the park, he walked over to join them. A year later, Ben became the mayor of our city, and he and Malorie had a son of their own.


Frank and Anita also made a profound, lasting impact on our family. When the hardcover version of Dinner with the Smileys came out about five months after Dustin returned home, one of the first people to whom I wanted to give a book was Frank. We had been back to visit Frank and Anita with Dustin in January, and we planned to have dinner with them again to present Frank with the book. When I called to set up the meeting, however, I learned that Frank had died shortly before the book’s release. We considered visiting with Anita alone, but relatives told us her health had declined and she definitely would not remember us.


Instead, I met with Frank and Anita’s daughter. She came to our house to share stories of Frank and to talk about our dinner. Lindell and Owen, then seven and eleven years old, passed through the living room on their way outside and were nearly oblivious to the stranger sitting on the couch. But when I said, “Boys, this is Frank and Anita’s daughter,” they both stopped and turned around with softened faces.


“How is Anita?” Owen asked.


“Didn’t Frank go to Heaven?” Lindell said.


To this day, whenever we pass by the assisted living facility, the boys mention Frank and Anita, and now they include the couple’s daughter, too.


Another dinner favorite was Maine Congressman Mike Michaud. Photographer Andrea Hand’s photographs eloquently captured the immediate and intense affection my youngest son felt for the congressman. The picture of Lindell riding on Mike’s shoulders continues to be a reader favorite.


Mike still sends each of the boys a handwritten letter every Christmas, and he has told many acquaintances that his Dinner with the Smileys was among the best days of his life. We visited Mike in his DC office a year later, and Lindell couldn’t wait to give him an update. “I can read now,” Lindell said. “Remember how I couldn’t read before?”


For Lindell especially, who was only four years old when Dinner with the Smileys began, these friends in our community—from Melissa Huston, who still stops by to say hello, to Gibran at the bookstore, who always knows what the boys are reading—are as much a part of our family as cousins, aunts, and uncles. There is virtually nowhere Lindell goes in town without running into a dinner guest. What an incredible gift to be greeted by a loving community of adults who don’t just know his name but have been to his house, met his dog, and have shared a dinner table with his family.


This lesson about community and dinners has become so ingrained in my boys that even today, when we meet someone interesting, they say, “Can we have that person to dinner?” For the boys, an invitation to dinner is a special language. It conveys a desire to welcome someone into our lives in a way that isn’t possible outside of the kitchen table.


So, after a year hiatus and after much pleading from the boys, we started Dinner with the Smileys again on a monthly basis and with Dustin in his seat at the head of the table. These dinners—with a blind man and his Seeing Eye dog; with a man from Djibouti, Africa, who worked with Dustin on deployment; with an entomologist who once kept pet bed bugs—are less about abating loneliness and more about building our community, and the boys’ horizons, even further.


Some people have called Dinner with the Smileys “homeschooling on steroids.” I never saw it that way, because what happened wasn’t planned. Instead, I view Dinner with the Smileys as a difficult and sad situation that, through the generosity of our community and the magic of the dinner table, turned into something beautiful.


“Magic of the dinner table”?


Yes. Nothing compares to sharing a dinner table with someone. Our guests entered as strangers, but they left as friends and family. Even the ones with which we don’t agree.


Our most controversial guest was Governor Paul LePage, a politician who is despised by many in our state. Indeed, people claim to “hate” him. I don’t agree with all of Governor LePage’s politics or public statements, but I have shared a dinner table with the man, and therefore, I see him as a three-dimensional human being—a flawed and imperfect human like the rest of us. It is difficult to hate people (which is different than disagreeing with them) when you know them in this way.


And I wonder: What good could happen in our world—with politics, war, bullying, violence—if more people shared a dinner table?


The guests, the love, and the opportunities are limitless.















| CHAPTER ONE |


An Old Farm Table


I don’t like to cook, and I hate small talk. When I host a dinner party, there is a moment right before the guests show up when I wish I could disappear to the basement. The first few minutes of a party—with one or two early guests and awkward conversation—are the worst. I smile and struggle to talk about the weather, but inside I’m thinking, Why did I think this was a good idea? My natural tendency is to want to be alone. I constantly resist the urge, and I’ve trained myself to be sociable. It doesn’t always work: I forget to offer our guests drinks. I leave too many silent pauses. And I eat too many appetizers.


So why did I volunteer to host fifty-two weekly dinners in a year? The answer lies in a warm spring day in 2011.


The snow was gone, and the muck of mud season had retreated into the soil. I was in the kitchen boiling noodles for dinner. Steam rose from the pot and left a wet trail across the stainless steel hood. Our old, yellowed wood floors creaked beneath my feet as I moved from the refrigerator to the stove. Despite the cooler (high fifties) weather, all the windows in the house were open. In Maine, in the spring, fifty degrees is warm. The new seasonal air moved through the house, carrying with it the smell of neighbors’ barbecues, burning charcoal, and the dusty wire of the window screens. Through the front windows, I heard echoes of neighborhood children laughing up and down the sidewalk. They had each grown at least two inches since I last saw them at the sledding hill on Thirteenth Street back in November.


Through the back patio door, just outside the kitchen, my husband, Dustin, and our three boys, ages eleven, nine, and four, were quiet. The only sound was the rhythmic thump of a baseball going from glove to glove. This wasn’t completely unusual. Dustin and Ford are often quiet when they play ball. They don’t need to talk; they just throw and catch. And Owen doesn’t talk when he thinks his older brother might. He’ll stop midsentence if Ford interrupts. But Lindell, the youngest, is seldom quiet. The absence of his laugh, which is always one slight annoyance away from being a mad scream, made the new spring day seem as empty and cold as January.


Without looking, I knew Owen was not playing catch. He would be off to the side, kicking a soccer ball. Lindell would be crouched in the garden, with his knees bent against his ears, and poking sticks at earthworms and spiders. Owen would never interfere with Ford’s time with their dad, and so far Lindell has little interest in baseball. Dustin never intended it to be this way. He invites Owen to play catch, and he sets up the tee for Lindell. But Lindell would rather play in the dirt, or chase birds, or bark at the neighbor’s dog, and Owen will only play catch until Ford picks up his glove. It’s as if he opens the show for his brother to warm up the crowd. Perhaps this is because Owen, like me, has also seen the way Ford and Dustin communicate across a baseball field, using only subtle nods and silent thumbs-up. Or maybe he is just the middle child.


The noodles on the stove bubbled to the surface of the water. I turned down the flame, and a breeze blew out the pilot light. The stove made a clicking sound until I turned it off. Gradually, the noodles settled to the bottom of the pot. I went to the door to call Dustin and the boys in for dinner.


Just before I slid open the screen, and against the background music of robins chirping from trees budding new leaves, I heard this:


“So will you be able to call us, Dad?”


“No, not on a telephone. But we should be able to talk through the computer. Depends on the connection.”


The baseball thumped into a glove.


“Will we ever see you again?” Lindell said.


“Of course.”


Thump. Thump.


“When?”


“After I do my job, which is going to feel like a long time.”


A squirrel ran across the pickets of our chipped and peeling white fence. A neighbor in the distance started his lawn mower.


“How long is thirteen months?” Lindell asked.


Ford sighed as he drew back his arm and threw the ball to Dustin. “It’s thirteen months, Lindell.”


More silence. More sounds of the ball hitting the thick leather of a glove.


And then Owen said, “Will you be here when I try out for Little League next spring, Dad?”


“No, I’m going to miss that, Owen.”


“Will you be here when I go to kindergarten?” Lindell asked.


“No, I’ll miss that, too.”


Ford, speaking in his deeper, authoritative voice—the voice of a firstborn son—said, “I’ll help get you ready, buddy.”


Ford was a baby the first time Dustin deployed. The second time, in 2002, Ford was two years old and Owen was six weeks old. Back then, the boys never understood—not in a concrete way—that their dad was missing. Back then, my young children primarily needed their mom—for nursing and kisses on scraped knees. Back then, there wasn’t Little League or kindergarten or junior high school. There wasn’t looming adolescence.


Owen saw me standing in the doorway and came to the screen. “When’s dinner, Mom?” His shoulders looked like the edges of a coat hanger beneath his shirt. His legs had grown an inch or more in length over the winter, but they were still thin.


“It will be ready in just a minute,” I said, turning to go back to the kitchen.


“But, Mom, we’ve been waiting for like an hour!” Owen slid open the screen door and followed behind me.


Owen survives on a diet of peanut butter and bread. Yet, he’s always anxious for dinnertime. One day, after he had been pestering me for several minutes, I turned around and said, “Why do you care when dinner will be ready? You’re not going to eat it anyway!”


Owen had looked up at me through his long, straight hair hanging too far past his eyebrows and said, “I just want to sit together at the table.”


At a different time, I told Lindell that we were eating leftovers for dinner but that he could have cold cereal or a grilled cheese instead.


Lindell said, “I like the nights when we all sit down and eat the same food, Mom.”


Apparently dinnertime is about more than just eating.


I went past Owen with a bowl of spaghetti sauce. Steam followed in a trail behind me.


I set the bowl on the table and said, “You can call your brothers and Dad in now.” Soon, feet pounded on the wood deck. Ford threw his ball and glove on the ground. Dustin told him to put it where it belongs: “What if it rains tonight, Ford? You can’t leave your glove out in the rain.”


Lindell came into the kitchen and grabbed my legs. “What’s for dinner, Momma?” His hands were covered in powdery, gray dirt.


“Everyone needs to go wash their hands,” I called out over his head. “But hurry. The spaghetti will get cold.”


Dustin took Lindell’s hand and led him to the hall bathroom, where Ford and Owen already had the water running and were eagerly scrubbing their hands in between yelling about giving each other more room. I knew that dribbles of dirty water would be slung across the pedestal sink and the floor by the time all four of them had finished.


I took my place at the table and waited.


One by one, the boys and Dustin came to their seats, hands still dripping with water. Ford had a large, round wet spot on the front of his shirt, and he was dragging his left hand across his chest.


Our dinner table is a five-foot-long wooden farm table passed down from my parents. From the time I was a baby until I left to marry Dustin, I ate at the same table with my two older brothers, my mom, and my dad. We each had our own place. Dad sat at the head of the table, and I was on his left. Mom was across from me and next to my brother Van. My brother Will was beside me. No matter how many people we had to dinner—whether it was just us, or my grandparents, too, or a whole other family of five—Mom always squeezed everyone in at the table. There was no balancing plastic plates in your lap in Mom’s house. The dinner table was the center of our house. I sat there to do puzzles or homework, Paint by Number, play Monopoly, or bake brownies in my Easy-Bake Oven. The wood was soft, and nothing got past it without leaving a mark. Where I sat, the top was marred with indents from my spelling words, letters to my friends, and the leftover swirls from the Spirograph I got one Christmas. When sunlight came through the bay window of the kitchen, every dent and every shadow of a math problem was highlighted in the grain.


When Dustin and I moved to Maine, my parents gave us the family dinner table. Dad spent hours sanding it down, erasing all the marks and words, and then he stained and varnished it. In the kitchen of our white, weathered cape, it looked like a brand-new table. Nearly forty years of raising a family had vanished from its top. Of course, my boys wasted no time putting new marks in the wood. When Lindell was still a baby, he liked to bang his fork, tine-side down, against the table. His place looks like it has chicken pox. Ford’s place (next to me) is tattooed with lists (“Favorite Star Wars Characters,” “Best Book Characters,” etc.) and pie charts (“How I Spend My Day” and “The Smiley Family’s Favorite Movies”). Owen’s place has the shadow of cartoon drawings and the beginning of a letter he wrote to a friend: Dear Caleb…


In the beginning, I asked the boys to keep something under their paper. “You’ll dent the wood if you don’t,” I told them. “And Pop just refinished this for us.” But it was a losing battle. Letters and homework and drawings crept onto the wood, evidence of a table raising three new children.


Nothing was or is formal about our time spent at the dinner table. The kids reach across one another. Lindell leaves his seat and sits on the floor. Ford presses his knees against the edge of the table and rocks his seat backward. Spoons and forks clatter against chipped plates, and souvenir drinking glasses drip water into puddles that run toward the seams where the table’s leaves fold down. Our napkins are folded paper towels.


Just as the five of us got settled around the table that night, a neighbor boy came to the front porch and asked to play. Ford said, “After dinner,” and the boy left, our glass front door slamming closed behind him. The row of plates hanging on the wall beside our kitchen table vibrated on their springs. I dished out spaghetti and Dustin buttered Lindell’s bread. Once everyone’s plates and mouths were full, Dustin asked the usual question: “What did you learn at school today?”


Owen looked up at Ford, waiting for the answer.


Ford just shrugged. The tail of a noodle slipped between his lips.


“I don’t go to school, Daddy,” Lindell said, eager to be part of the conversation. He was holding a green plastic cup with both hands. His lips were ringed with red juice.


“But did you learn anything here with Mom today?” Dustin asked.


“Not really.” Lindell set down his cup and picked at noodles with his fingers.


Dustin looked at Ford and Owen. “How about you guys?”


Owen looked up at Ford again.


“Dad, I don’t learn anything at school,” Ford said.


“Oh, you must have learned something.”


Owen pushed pasta around his plate with a fork. He looked up again, first at Ford, and then at Dustin. Then he said, “Dad, when you go, where will you be?”


“I’ll be on a base on the other side of the world,” he said.


“Like in China?” Lindell asked.


“No, not China. Africa.”


Lindell’s dark brown eyes widened. He got on his knees and leaned toward Dustin’s place at the table. “You mean like with lions and giraffes?”


Dustin laughed. “I might see some of those.”


“What will you be doing there?” Ford asked. “Navy stuff?”


“Will you fly your helicopter?” Lindell asked.


“No, I won’t be flying this time,” Dustin said. “I’ll be working with our navy and a lot of other navies from other countries, too.”


There were a few minutes of quiet, except for forks and knives scraping plates.


Then Owen said, “It will be weird to not have you here at the table.”


“But you’ve got Mom and Ford and Lindell, so I know you will be okay. And I’m going to miss you guys, too.”


Dustin had made it sound better, but Owen was right: Dinnertime is usually the most difficult time for families separated by a military deployment. The service member’s empty seat makes the absence that much more vivid. The rituals everyone has grown accustomed to—Dad asking, “How was school?” every night, for instance—are off balance. There are empty pauses—places where the service member might have spoken.


This loneliness is not military families’ alone. It’s shared by widows and widowers, divorcees, singles, and even people in unhappy marriages. Every night, thousands of people eat alone. I have always thought that if houses and apartments were like dollhouses, with one exterior wall removed, we’d see plenty of people eating alone, their faces highlighted by the blue-green glow of a television. I was one of those people during Dustin’s first two deployments. That wouldn’t be me again.


“We don’t have to be lonely,” I said, looking around at each of the boys. “We’ll invite friends over for dinner. Shoot, we can invite someone every week if you want.”


“Even our teachers?” Owen asked.


“I get to invite Mr. Bennett first!” Ford said. He was raising his hand, as if he were in school.


“I wanna invite my teacher, too,” Lindell whined.


“You don’t have a teacher,” Owen said.


“But he will have one in the fall, when he goes to preschool,” Dustin said.


Lindell was standing in his chair now, dancing with excitement. “Can we invite the president? Or the mayor?”


We all laughed. “I suppose,” I said. “Why not?”


The neighbor boy appeared on the front porch again.


Ford hurried to eat the last of his pasta. “We’ll be out in a minute,” he yelled.


The room was quiet again as the older boys rushed to finish. Lindell was sitting in his chair again, but he wasn’t eating. He was looking at Dustin.


“Daddy, will you die?” he said.


Dustin swallowed and cleared his throat. He took a sip of water and looked at me over the rim of his glass.


“It’s not like in the movies,” Ford said, rolling his eyes at Lindell.


“Well, sometimes—” Dustin began.


“Yeah, Dad will be fine,” Owen said.


Dustin set the glass back down on the table and turned toward Lindell. “I’ll do everything I can to come back home to you,” he said.


Owen dropped his fork on the plate. “Done!” he said. “Can I please be excused?”


Ford, still chewing a mouthful of bread, got up from the table and said, “Let’s go, Owen.” He called over his shoulder, “See ya guys!”


Lindell slid out of his chair and went to the living room to finish a puzzle on the floor. The glass front door slammed closed behind Ford and Owen.


The kitchen was quiet again. I looked at Dustin. The muscles in his square jaw rippled under the skin as he chewed. He grinned at me and stared back.


“When you’re gone,” I said, “it will just be me sitting here finishing dinner by myself.”


Dustin squeezed my hand beside my plate.


DUSTIN USUALLY CAME home from work at 5:00 or 5:30—the perks of living in a small town and thousands of miles away from the heartbeat of the navy: Norfolk, Virginia. He was stationed at a Navy Operational Support Center (or, NOSC) in Bangor, Maine, where he was commander of navy reservists in the state. During the three-year tour, we had been lulled into pseudocivilian life. Sometimes I could almost believe we weren’t military at all.


In the absence of a major military base, I shopped at civilian grocery stores, not the commissary. Living on base was not an option in Bangor. And there wasn’t a spouse group like I had grown accustomed to in San Diego and Pensacola, Florida. Most of my local friends had no military background, so few of them knew what IA (Individual Augmentation) meant when I told them that Dustin was being sent on a yearlong one. It would be the first time Dustin deployed from a mostly civilian community, and secretly I worried about what that meant for me.


Would we have support? Would people understand? Would we be forgotten?


Now that it was spring, it was still light outside when Dustin pulled our blue Ford Freestyle into the cracked and crumpling driveway. I could hear the car door slam shut through the kitchen window screen. Then I’d hear Dustin call out hello to our neighbor Gloria, who was eighty-seven and living alone. Dustin would come through the front door, drop his bags on the porch, and then, after giving me a quick hello, grab a water from the refrigerator and say, “The boys out back? I think I’ll go play some catch with them” (meaning with Ford).


The night after our spaghetti dinner, however, Dustin was late. He had stayed at work to finish the usual predeployment paperwork: filling out his will, setting up my power of attorney, and making sure that his “wishes” are known.


Just in case.


Through the back screen door, I heard the familiar thump of the baseball hitting a glove. I looked out the window, past the budding screen of the maple tree, and saw Ford and Owen playing catch. In silence.


Thump. Thump. Thump.


Lindell pushed a toy truck through the garden. The sun, setting on the front side of the house, cast cool dark shadows across the lawn.


I heard Dustin’s car door shut, and I ran to the front door. Dustin stopped on the sidewalk to talk to Gloria. I knew she was probably asking about his upcoming deployment. Dustin smiled over her shoulder when he saw me standing in the doorway. Gloria patted Dustin—a thin, frail hand against his smooth, broad shoulder—and I heard their muffled good-byes through the glass door.


Dustin jogged up the brick walkway, opened the door, and dropped his bags on the floor. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, leaning in to kiss my cheek. He moved past me and picked up his glove from the table where we keep our keys. “Are the boys out—”


“Wait,” I said, interrupting. “Come look.” I took his hand and led him to the back door. I motioned with my finger against my lips for him not to talk. We stood at the screen door and looked out across the deck, through the maple, at our three boys playing in the backyard. “Ford and Owen are playing catch,” I whispered.


Dustin put his arm around my shoulder.


“Soon, they won’t have you,” I said. “Let them learn to play together.”


Dustin squeezed me closer and whispered through my hair into my ear. “Does this mean it’s just you and me here in the house right now?”


I acted disgusted and playfully shooed him away. He put his glove on the kitchen table and disappeared into the living room. When he turned on the television, the familiar, grating sound of sportscasters filled the space.


I watched the boys out the window for a few more minutes. Ford told Owen, “Don’t be afraid of the ball. Come toward it. Let your glove be part of your hand.”


I returned to the stove to finish dinner.
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| CHAPTER TWO |


The Good-bye


Movies, books, and iconic photographs have given the general public an unrealistic view of military departures. You might expect that the boys and I did nothing but fall to our knees and sob as Dustin left on a cold morning in November, one day before Ford’s eleventh birthday and the week of Thanksgiving and Owen’s ninth birthday. But the reality is much more ordinary. Dustin was leaving from Bangor International Airport and headed to South Carolina for training before going overseas. He was flying commercial, so he was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a collared shirt. It was Sunday.


Dustin held Lindell’s hand on one side and his carry-on on the other as we rode up the escalator to the second floor of the terminal. Ford and Owen were behind him. They were excited that a Sunday morning send-off meant no church. I don’t think they completely understood that it also meant their dad wasn’t coming back for a full year. Time, it seems, is incomprehensible to children. As I watched from behind, I tried to memorize everything: the width of Dustin’s shoulders, his tightly cropped hair, the way his shoes always look like they are about to come untied. I wanted to store it all. There are so many looming “lasts,” so many things to remember, when your spouse is about to deploy. The week before, I had punctuated every moment with the dreaded thought: Dustin won’t be here for ________ next year.


We were early to the airport, so we sat in the hard plastic chairs and tried to be normal. No outsider would have known that Dustin was about to say good-bye to us for a year. We looked like any other family of five headed for a fun vacation. Maybe Disney. Except none of us were smiling.


Lindell found a Lego table across from our row of seats, and he got busy building an airplane. Ford and Owen asked for money to buy donuts at the airport coffee shop. Dustin put his arm around me, and I rested my head on his shoulder. I was tired because it was early and I was unable to sleep the night before. I hadn’t wanted to waste those eight precious hours. Now I found myself wishing we could just say good-bye. Just get it over with. Then I could go back home to sleep.


But it didn’t seem right to leave.


Could I really cheat all of us out of our last hour and a half together?


On the other hand, staying felt dreadfully ordinary. It wasn’t like I could curl up against Dustin or kiss him endlessly. He’s not one for public displays of affection anyway. But making small talk about the weather or our upcoming schedules seemed to cheapen the experience. So we sat in silence while Ford and Owen ate their donuts and Lindell played with Legos. The silence was marked by awkward attempts at normal conversation:


“So, is it a long flight?”


“Not too bad.”


“I hope you didn’t forget to pack anything.”


“If I did, you can send it to me later.”


We talked more about the dinner idea, which is what we were calling it then. When I had mentioned it so many months earlier, I didn’t really know what I meant by “let’s invite people to eat dinner with us each week.” I just thought it sounded good. But as Dustin’s departure loomed near, the idea evolved and grew. Dustin talked about it the most of anyone.


“I hate to think of you guys being alone at dinner,” he’d say. “I know it’s hard to reach out sometimes, but, seriously, try to have people over. It will help you feel less alone.”


Dustin knows my tendency to withdraw and hibernate. “Plus,” he once said, “it’s a great way to count down the time. I’ll be gone about fifty-two weeks; you can have fifty-two dinners.”


He was right about this. In the past, I had counted down the days of a deployment by making paper chains or filling a jar with M&M’s and letting the kids eat one for each day that their dad was gone. The problem this time was that we didn’t have room for a 365-link chain in our fifteen-hundred-square-foot home. And the M&M’s posed problems, too. Military deployments are not well defined. Dustin’s first deployment, for example, which was only supposed to be six months, unexpectedly turned into seven and a half months. Just when the M&M jar was looking empty, I had to buy more candy to fill it up again. Also, back then, when the kids went to sleep and I was feeling alone and anxious, I sometimes “drank” M&M’s from the jar and had to replace them the next day. Counting dinners and being social seemed like a much more productive (not to mention healthy) alternative.


About thirty minutes before Dustin’s plane’s scheduled departure, he sighed and said, “You guys should probably get going. There’s no sense dragging this out.”


I sat up straighter. Suddenly I wasn’t tired anymore. My heart was pounding. My throat felt uncomfortably tight. Dustin took my hand and pulled me to stand. He wrapped me in his arms, and I buried my face in his shoulder. “You guys are going to be fine,” he whispered, petting my hair. “Remember, you can call Military Family Assistance anytime you need. There are people here to help. And I’ll call you just as soon as I can.”


The boys, sensing the change of mood and activity, gathered at our legs. Owen was crying, and Ford patted his back. One by one, Dustin took each of the boys aside, knelt down in front of them and told them good-bye. Owen pulled at his eyes and wiped away tears. I could see from the corner of my eye that Ford was biting on the inside of his cheek. He watched me closely.


We followed Dustin across the terminal, past other waiting passengers half-asleep in the hard chairs, to the line that was forming at the security checkpoint. Once Dustin got in that line, he would officially be separated from us.


With his free arm, Dustin pulled me into him and kissed the top of my head. The tears finally came, and I cried into his chest.


The boys wrapped themselves around my legs and waist.


“This part is never easy,” Dustin said. “But I have to go.”


“I know,” I said into his shirt.


“I’ll be thinking of you guys every day.”


He kissed the top of my head before pulling away to hug each of the boys again. Then he turned around and got in line.


Now onlookers, who had already gone through security, knew this was no ordinary good-bye-see-you-in-a-week kind of thing. Some of them started crying, too. Others smiled sympathetically. There they were, strangers on the other side of the PASSENGERS ONLY sign with my husband. And there I was, across the DO NOT ENTER signs, suddenly feeling both heavy and empty at the same time.


Dustin gave me a thumbs-up once he was settled in line. I picked up Lindell and held him on my hip. Ford took my hand. Before I turned around, Dustin said, “Hey, do that weekly dinner thing, Sarah. It will be good for you guys.”


I nodded.


The boys and I started toward the escalator.


I knew I couldn’t look back. I had to keep walking.


As I paid the parking attendant, a tear rolled down my cheek. But crying isn’t unusual at an airport. The man passed my receipt through the open car window and half-smiled, half-nodded. The long orange arm on the other side of the ticket booth rose. I drove away from the terminal.


OUR HOUSE ISN’T far from the airport. Maybe three miles. Still, I knew I couldn’t go home. Not yet. It wasn’t even noon, which meant we had a whole lonely day ahead of us. I could not bear the emptiness of the house. I did not want to see Dustin’s toothbrush still wet from the morning, or his razor sitting in a puddle of water on the edge of his sink. There would be so many little reminders that he had just been there. And yet, the morning—his shower, his shaving and brushing teeth—already seemed like ages ago.


When I passed our street, I kept driving.


“Where are we going, Mom?” Ford said.


“I don’t know. Somewhere. Maybe church.”


“But we’re not dressed for church.”


I looked down at my lap. I was wearing sweatpants, an old wool sweater, and heavy L.L. Bean boots. The boys were dressed similarly. In fact, I thought I had probably just put a coat over Lindell’s pajamas. And did he have on shoes or slippers? It didn’t matter. I couldn’t go home.


I drove toward downtown, just a few blocks down the hill that leads to the intersection of Main and State streets. Old brick buildings with large windowpanes were stacked like stairsteps along the side of the sloping street. I stopped at Exchange Street to allow a group of walkers to cross.


“That’s the school secretary,” Owen said, waving through the window at one of the women.


The secretary waved back and smiled.


When we passed by Giacomo’s, a local deli and coffee shop, Gibran, who works at the children’s bookstore on Central Street, lifted up a steaming Styrofoam cup in a makeshift wave.


I parallel parked in front of the barbershop, and we walked toward the 150-year-old stone building of our church. The copper steeple, turned green with age, pierced the gray morning sky.


“Mom, do you really think we should go in like this?” Ford said. He was pointing at his sweatpants with holes in the knees.


I didn’t answer.


“Mom, seriously! We’re late, even. Church started fifteen minutes ago.”


I didn’t answer.


When we were just outside the arched sanctuary door, below the circular stained-glass window with muted blues, greens, and purples, I whispered instructions to Ford and Owen: “Walk quietly. Find an empty pew toward the back if you can. I’ll follow you.”


Ford rolled his eyes and pulled open the heavy wooden door. It creaked throughout the sanctuary, the noise bouncing off the vaulted ceilings. Several heads turned our way.


There was our pediatrician, past schoolteachers, neighbors, shop owners, friends, and classmates.


And there we were, a mom and her boys dressed in sweatpants and winter boots.


Just then, I remembered that I hadn’t even showered.


Sitting in the back was not going to be an option after all. It was too full. So Ford found an empty spot in the first row, right in front of the minister. As I followed him—squatting and ducking, trying not to make a scene—I was suddenly more aware of my clunky, wet boots that were surely leaving a trail of wet snow down the church aisles.


I didn’t take off my winter coat when we sat down.


The congregation stood to sing. I searched the pew for a hymnal, because normalcy and routine were what I needed, even though I wanted to stay seated. My eyes were filling with tears again, and I couldn’t see the text on the thin pages as I flipped through them. I didn’t even know which page to turn to.


The song was “It Is Well with My Soul.”


I sat back down and cried into my hands.
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| CHAPTER THREE |


The Holidays


By far, the most difficult winter holiday was Thanksgiving. Dustin had just left, and Ford and Owen were both celebrating birthdays. Renee from church invited us to spend Thanksgiving at her home with a group of other displaced or lonely church members: recent empty nesters and college students who couldn’t get home for the holiday. As we sat around a makeshift table of two smaller kitchen tables joined together and covered with several tablecloths, I wondered, What would have become of all of us without this invitation? How many of us would have stayed home alone? Would I have even cooked? The kids don’t like turkey, after all. What would we have done? But there we all were, a table full of misfit family members with no other place to go.


We spent Christmas with my parents, but by then I realized that Thanksgiving and Christmas, as difficult as they were, were not nearly as hard as, say, November 28 or December 5, the ordinary days when Dustin’s seat was empty. Those were the days when the kids quickly ate and fled from the table, and I was left alone, in silence, with my food.


One area in which we were fortunate was the weather. The snowstorms sputtered and failed, and the sun and warmer temperatures kept returning to melt what ordinarily becomes a several-feet-high wall of snow in our front yard. It was as if Old Man Winter had a giant sneeze that just wouldn’t come. And I was grateful, because that meant less shoveling.


I frequently and randomly remembered Dustin calling out to me at the airport, reminding me to invite people to dinner. I still liked the idea of inviting one guest each week, but I hadn’t gotten around to organizing anything. I was too busy going through the motions of everyday activities, like working at the university, where I taught journalism, or writing my weekly newspaper column, which appears locally in Bangor, but also in newspapers across the country. The boys and I talked about who we’d like to invite—the mayor, schoolteachers, the principal, senators (why not?)—but I couldn’t coordinate anything until I had my bearings as a “single” mom.


By mid-December, Dustin had already finished stateside training and was halfway across the world at Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti, Africa. He was eight time zones away from us, which made arranging meetings through Skype or e-mail difficult. Sometimes, though, despite the physical distance, it felt as if he had just been at home. There were so many reminders of his recent presence. I was still processing the dirty clothes he left behind, and his old tennis shoes hadn’t yet been buried beneath our snow boots and the boys’ basketball shoes. I knew from past deployments that those reminders would quickly fade as our new life and routine replaced what we had had before Dustin left. All his laundry would be clean, folded, and put away. His books and papers would be pushed to the back of the bookshelf. A whole winter would come and go without us getting out the wooden Radio Flyer sled Dustin liked to use on the hill at Thirteenth Street. His clothes would be sent to the back of the closet.


Dustin knew all this, too. It was just a matter of time before our family routines would be unfamiliar to him. The boys would have new friends, new teammates, and new interests. Eventually they’d have new teachers, too. I would have a new schedule, a new group of students at the University of Maine, and—let’s be honest—I’d probably have several different hair colors and styles, too.


Life would be going on without Dustin.


So Dustin, more than anyone else, persisted about us inviting people to dinner. For him, having someone “fill” his seat at the dinner table meant his absence was more present, not just to us, but to everyone in the community. Also, he worried about us being lonely.


“Have you invited anyone to dinner yet?” he asked one day when we finally found a time to Skype.


I was a little annoyed. Didn’t he realize I was doing well just to get everyone out of bed and out the door each morning?


“Let me get caught up,” I said. “Then I can think more about that.”


“It will be a good way to fill up the time,” he said. “You don’t want to be isolated like last time. Remember that? And it’s a chance for the boys to meet new people, too. I’m looking forward to hearing about how it goes. Are you guys getting out at all? Seeing people?”


I was beginning to realize that the dinner idea was not just a project for the boys and me, but it was a lifeline for Dustin, too. For him, it would be one familiar thread of a routine he could share with us across the miles.


The boys came around the computer to say hi to Dustin. As usual, they were distracted by their own image in the small box in the corner of the screen, and they started making faces. Lindell resorted to his old standby: mooning the camera.


“Who are you going to invite to dinner if Mom does the weekly guest thing?” Dustin asked, eager for meaningful conversation instead of the circus unfolding in front of him.


“My teacher!” Lindell shouted, pulling up his pants and spinning around.


“I don’t know,” Owen said, adjusting the baseball cap on his head. “Maybe the mayor.”


“Great idea,” Dustin said. “I actually know Mayor Weston, so say hello for me. And don’t forget Dr. Haddix from church. He is very smart and would have a lot of neat things to teach you about history. Oh, and Gloria next door, and Earle—or, “Mr. Earle” as you guys call him—on the other side. I bet they’d love to come over for dinner. And how about you, Ford?” Dustin said. “Who do you want to invite?”


Ford shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe Senator Collins, or something. We’ve been talking about government in class.”


Dustin smiled. “Wow, that’s an awesome idea,” he said. “I hear she’s very nice. And did you know she’s a member of the Armed Services Committee? So it’s kind of like she’s one of my bosses.”


Senator Collins is a familiar face in Bangor, Maine. She keeps a home on the east side of town and still has family in northern Maine. It’s not unusual to see her shopping at the grocery store or enjoying a meal at a downtown restaurant. The boys know plenty of people who have worked for Senator Collins or who are related to her. Indeed, inviting her to dinner seemed more plausible to them than inviting Bangor’s mayor.


After our Skype with Dustin, the boys and I began talking more frequently and seriously about planning dinners with someone in the community each week. Our guest wish list was growing. A few days later, Ford sat down to write a letter:




Hello, my name is Ford Smiley. I am eleven years old and in fifth grade. I have two younger brothers and of course my mom and dad. My dad is a U.S. Navy Pilot, and he’s on deployment for thirteen months. He left the day before my eleventh birthday and the week of Thanksgiving.


My mom is letting us invite one person to dinner each week our dad is gone. We are wondering if you would like to come to dinner some time this year (which is stretching it quite a bit but my mom insisted that we be flexible).


We live in Bangor. Do you have any food preferences? Would you like to bring a guest?


Ford Smiley (as stated in first paragraph)





After a couple of weeks, I had mostly forgotten about Ford’s invitation to Senator Collins. I never anticipated her being able to accept. But I was fully immersed in inviting guests now. I talked to Gloria and Earle and Dr. Haddix. I mentioned it to the boys’ teachers. And I started thinking about other people—policemen, firemen, musicians, artists—who might serve as positive role models for the kids. I didn’t want to call our guests replacements for Dustin, so I usually just said, “Would you come fill Dustin’s seat at the dinner table?”


Then, one day in late December, I had just returned from walking the kids to school, and I was kicking off my snow boots on the front porch when I heard the phone ringing. I ran inside to find a handset, and I answered the phone just before it went to voice mail, but too late to see the caller ID.


“Is this Sarah Smiley?” a woman’s voice said on the other end.


“Yes.”


“Hi, I’m calling from Senator Susan Collins’s office in Washington, DC. How are you today?”


“Oh! Um, I’m good. Thanks.”


“We got your older son’s—is it Ford?”


“Yes, Ford.”


“We got his request for Senator Collins to fill your husband’s seat at the dinner table, and I have to tell you, everyone here at the office nearly cried.”


“Well, I haven’t really decided how it will all work, but—”


“It’s a wonderful idea, Sarah, and the senator would love to join you for dinner. How does January third look for you?”


I ran to the calendar hanging on the side of the cupboard in the kitchen. The entire month of January was completely—blindingly, even—white and void of any plans. “I think we could make that work,” I said. “I’ll pencil it in to the calendar right now.”


After we said good-bye and I double-checked to make sure the phone was indeed turned off, I leaned against the kitchen counter and banged the phone against my head. Why did I think this would be a good idea? I don’t cook. I’m not good at small talk. And now I was hosting a US senator?


I’d love to tell you that the news of Senator Collins’s acceptance was met with the boys’ raucous applause and cheers. But they seemed stunned instead. Perhaps because now everything became very real. Ford, in particular, had a strange reaction. Although he was delighted that his request had received a response, he was inconsistent with how he felt about the senator’s reply. The early weeks and months of a deployment are difficult and emotional, especially for a preteen boy missing his dad. Emotions and tempers were running high. Ford was content one day and sullen the next. And as January 3 drew near, Ford and I fought daily. He went back and forth between being curious about the senator and regretting his invitation to her.


“I wish she wasn’t coming,” he said.


“So why did you invite her?” I said, stirring macaroni and cheese on the stove. Ford paced behind me, just like his dad when he is frustrated or anxious. His steps rattled the sliding pantry doors.


“I don’t know, but I wish I hadn’t. I want to take it back.”


“We are not canceling the dinner!” My mind was reeling. I was still trying to get a handle on what was going on. “You can’t just take back an invitation. And what happened to being excited about having dinner with the senator?”


“The only reason we’re having dinner with a senator is because my dad is gone,” Ford yelled. Then he stomped to his room and slammed his bedroom door so hard that all the decorative plates hanging on the wall in the kitchen bounced on their hooks.


I turned off the stove and stared at the steam from the pot collecting at the ceiling. I thought about how much easier it was when Dustin was deployed while the children were too young to understand. Back then, Ford had only needed me. He had clung to me, in fact. But now, as he entered his teen years, what he needed most was his dad, and I felt in the way. Finding a balance between the roles of both mom and dad was tiring.


I gave Ford some time alone, then I knocked lightly on the door and asked to come in. He mumbled, and I couldn’t understand what he had said, but I opened the door anyway. I quickly slipped through so that Lindell, always at my heels, wouldn’t follow me. Ford was propped up in his bed, half of his face illuminated by the book light on the table beside him. His knees were bent under the covers, and I knew he had a paperback book leaned against them. I sat down at the end of the bed and patted his foot under the comforter.


He pulled it away.


“I’m not going to be home for that dinner,” Ford said in a flat tone.


“Where will you be?”


“I’ll go to a friend’s house, or I’ll just sit upstairs, but I’m not going to be someone’s pity dinner.”


“Senator Collins doesn’t pity us, honey.”


“Then why did she say she would come to dinner with people she doesn’t even know?” Ford put down his knees and threw the book to the ground.


“Because you wrote her a very nice letter and invited her.”


“Whatever.”


Above Ford’s head was a bulletin board with awards, photographs, drawings from Lindell, and a paper envelope marked FORD’S MAILBOX hanging unevenly and precariously from pushpins. At the top of the board (prime real estate for collages) was an old pennant for the San Francisco 49ers. Ford has never been to San Francisco, or even to California, but the 49ers are his team. Not coincidentally, Dustin, who has lived in California, also says the 49ers are his team. Below the pennant was a certificate presented to Ford for being “drug free.” It was signed, Lt. Cmdr. Dustin Smiley. Behind the certificate and sharing the same pushpin was an old, faded article about the 49ers that Dustin had torn out of a magazine when he was a kid.


I sighed and looked again at Ford, searching his face for answers. His expression was totally blank.


“Can I just be alone?” he said without looking at me.


I left the room and closed the door behind me.


Owen, desperate to restore balance to the usual family dynamics, met me in the hallway and pledged his alliance with Ford. If Ford wasn’t going to the dinner, neither was Owen.


I didn’t understand. One week the boys were excited; the next week they were angry. It didn’t make sense. I reasoned that Ford had simply dug himself too far into this preteen funk, and he had dragged Owen with him. Now they didn’t know how to get back out. But then I started paying more attention to conversations with neighbors and friends. I noticed things that the boys overheard, and my understanding changed.


“I can’t believe you’re making dinner for a US senator!” people said. “What will you serve? Will you use china? Do you even have china? What will you wear?”


What had begun as an idea to help the boys through the deployment was turning into something else—something formal and full of expectations. All the kids wanted was to be less lonely. They didn’t care about menus and china. They didn’t even really care that Susan Collins is a US senator. They just wanted to fill up what felt like a never-ending amount of time without their dad.


So I made a decision: If this idea was for the boys, it would stay on their terms. This wasn’t about showing them off or teaching them manners. This wasn’t a school project or an experiment. It was a gift to them from me. Gifts shouldn’t have expectations. I decided the dinners wouldn’t either.


One day, when I had Ford alone in our van, I said, “I think I understand your frustration about the dinner now. You invited Senator Collins, and suddenly it became this big thing—”


Ford interrupted me, suddenly excited that I understood. “Yeah, like everyone’s saying, ‘Oh, poor you, your dad is gone, and now a senator is coming because she thinks your family is lonely.’ And everyone is talking about table manners and stuff. I just want it to be like when Dad is home.”


“Then let’s make it that way,” I said.


“What do you mean? It can’t ever be like when Dad is here.”


“Well, what’s your favorite part about having Dad at the dinner table?”


Ford stared out the window and shrugged. “I don’t know, like maybe how he makes jokes and we talk about our day. And remember how we used to take family walks after dinner? I liked that, too.”


“So it’s casual?”


“Yeah, casual.”


“Then our weekly dinners will be, too. No expectations. No pressure.”


Ford turned to look at me. “You mean, like, we don’t have to wear a coat and tie to the dinner with Senator Collins?”


I stopped at a red light and met his glance. “You’re darn right ‘no coat and ties’! I’ll be doing well just to keep Lindell from pulling down his pants and mooning someone.”


Ford laughed. “We probably do need to keep him from doing that, Mom. Mooning the senator is a little too casual, don’t you think?”


We both laughed and shared quick stories about Lindell. When we pulled into the driveway, I turned to look at Ford. “So you’ll be there for dinner?” I said. “It wouldn’t be the same without you.”


“Alright,” he said. “But if things get all fancy, I don’t want to do dinners anymore.”


“Deal!”


A few days later, on the night before the dinner, Ford and Owen officially agreed to participate. Perhaps this was because they now had actual proof that I was serious about the “no expectations or fancy stuff” promise: I hadn’t bought any china. I still didn’t know what I would make for dinner. And the house was in its usual state of disarray, with a mountain of laundry piled high on the living room couch and Lindell’s nose- and fingerprints all over the glass front door.


There was, however, still one member of the family (besides Dustin) who, despite all my casualness, would not be at dinner, and not because he didn’t want to be there, but because he was unequivocally not invited. Dustin and I had surprised the boys with Sparky—a liver-and-white brittany spaniel puppy—two weeks before Dustin left in November. And although Sparky was sweet and incredibly mild mannered for a six-month-old puppy, I didn’t want to risk it at dinner.


“But you said ‘no expectations,’ Mom,” Ford argued. “Why can’t Sparky stay?”


I convinced Ford that Sparky would have more fun playing with his dog friend Coda at my friend Julie’s house than he would being locked away in his crate during dinner. Ford didn’t agree, but he quit arguing. He didn’t want to push it.


The morning of January 3, Ford sat down to breakfast and said, “Mom, don’t you think we should get this place cleaned up before tonight?”


I glanced at the kitchen floor covered with muddy paw prints and chewed-up dog toys and bones.


“Meh,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “I’ll get to it… maybe.”
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| CHAPTER FOUR |


January


Moments before Senator Collins was to arrive for dinner, Owen and Lindell sat in the living room watching SpongeBob SquarePants—in reverse. Every time Patrick Star inhaled a stream of soda—which in normal forward play would be Patrick Star spewing soda—they laughed and pounded their feet on the floor. It wouldn’t be long before they set the DVR to another language just to hear SpongeBob speak Spanish.
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